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Introduction

The story of Juan de Grimaldi (1796—1872) is the story of much of the
intellectual, cultural and political life of nineteenth-century Spain.
His life parallels — and indeed is intimately tied to — many of the
turbulent political upheavals and cultural advances of that century.
During his lifetime he was revered and criticized, feared and
consulted. After his death he was remembered as one of the most
significant figures of Romantic Spain, and he has even appeared in
fiction written by authors such as Benito Pérez Galdés,! Antonio
Espina,? and Antonio Buero Vallejo.? Still, he remains for us today
largely underestimated or misunderstood.

Grimaldi was a Frenchman who came to Spain with the invasion of
the 100,000 Sons of St. Louis in 1823. Between that year and 1836,
when he left the country permanently and under mysterious circum-
stances, Grimaldi exercised powerful control over theatrical life in
Madrid. He acted as either impresario or stage director of the two
major theatres in the capital, the Principe and the Cruz, and made
important decisions concerning repertory, set design, the makeup of
the acting companies and physical improvements to those theatres.
He was so influential that he was remembered by Ramén de
Mesonero Romanos, one of his friends from the fertulia “El
Parnasillo,” as being a veritable ‘“‘theatrical dictator.” Another
participant in the artistic life of the capital, José Zorrilla, also
remembered Grimaldi as being an “autocrat of the theatre,”” and
both individuals issued enthusiastic praise for his intelligence,
cleverness, clear thinking and impact on the development of the
theatre during the initial years of the Romantic period.

Yet, surprisingly, Grimaldi has remained unknown and unstudied.
José Alberich has commented that

Those who write the history and criticism of Spanish literature are similar to
those who assault an ancient fortress: someone fires a cannon shot and opens a
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2 THEATRE AND POLITICS IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY SPAIN

hole in the wall, and seconds later the crowd of invaders presses through it.
Hispanists gather together in bands which work themselves up into a fury
over Unamuno, or Lorca or Machado, while in the meantime it is impossible

to find a halfway informative article on Manuel Caifiete or don Juan
Grimaldi.®

This is sadly true (the excellent article by Frank Duffey’” and the
unpublished thesis by Bernard Desfrétieres® are among the only
serious works on Grimaldi to date). Grimaldi is one of those authors
more alluded to than studied or understood.

One of the innumerable things said about Juan de Grimaldi in the
last century was that he “had style”. That style, and his way of
manipulating it into power and prestige, is the subject of this book. It
would not be an exaggeration tosay that Grimaldi was one of the most
influential figures in the intellectual and political life of nineteenth-
century Spain and that his influence — while for the most part exerted
behind the scenes —was feltin very disparate circles. His impact on the
intellectual world of Spain was profound. Grimaldi was not merely a
successful theatrical impresario. He was, at different and overlapping
times during his long life, a soldier, diplomat, politician, journalist,
wealthy businessman, historian, dramatist, and civic leader. Some of
this activity occurred in Paris, where he lived from 1836 to 1872, butit
was nearly always directed toward the country that he came to love
passionately and understand completely. He left a mark on what
people saw and read, how they reasoned and the decisions that were
made which affected their lives.

His intellectual achievements were even more startling, since he
had no formal education; he left the classroom for the battlefield when
he was merely twelve years old. How did he become that “intelligent
and extremely clever” man praised by Zorrilla and befriended by
Larra, Bretén de los Herreros, Ventura de la Vega, Mesonero,
Concepcién Rodriguez (whom he would marry), Queen Regent
Maria Cristina and her lover, the Duque de Riinsares, Queen
Isabel IT, Ramén de Narvaez, Emperor Napoleon III of France, and
other figures of the Franco-Spanish cultural and political scene? What
raised in him the ire which expressed itself in corrosive public attacks
on Juan Alvarez Mendizabal, Baldomero Espartero and the great
French historian, Pierre Guizot?

To reconstruct Grimaldi’s life and times it has been necessary to sift
through numerous documents and printed materials, many of which
are incomplete or riddled with error. His times were those of
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Romantic Spain and revolutionary Europe, and the reconstruction of
those times is still far from complete. There are many questions which
remain to be answered and mysteries to be solved, but the gaps are not
so great as to impede our ability to appreciate the importance of
Grimaldi as a literary and cultural personality. It is to be hoped that
further details will be filled in by future scholars, but the outline of the
life he lived and the world in which he moved provided here should
give us, for the first time, a coherent picture of a man at once brilliant,
opportunistic, ambitious, clever, charming, manipulative, erudite,
glib, stubborn, and endlessly fascinating.



